
ONTARIO CLINGS TO PARLIAMENTARY 
GOVERNMENT 

BY W. J. DONALD 

The Farmer-Labor cabinet tried to dig itself in for  four years by 
passing a n  election novelty destroying cabinet responsibility. : ; 

CURIOUSLY out of place in a British 
legislature is the least that can be said 
concerning the section of a bill intro- 
duced in the 1920 session of the Ontario 
legislature and championed by the 
Farmer-Labor cabinet which would 
have provided not merly for a maxi- 
mum term of four years for each 
assembly, but also for a minimum 
term of four years for the current 
assembly and for each succeeding 
assembly. 

This proposal was promptly and 
severely criticised by most Canadian 
political thinkers as an attack on a 
fundamental principle of the British 
(and Canadian) parliamentary system 
and as contrary to  the spirit of respon- 
sible government which presumes that, 
if there is a vote of lack of confidence 
in the cabinet or government, the 
cabinet will resign and the crown or 
its representative has no other course 
than to accept the resignation of the 
premier and the ministry to  call on 
some other leader to form a cabinet or, 
failing to  secure a ministry, to  dissolve 
the legislative body and call for an 
election. 

The proposal was made as a method 
of preventing what the Toronto Globe 
(liberal) referred to  as “resort to  the 
snap election verdict which has been 
used at psychological moments to 
renew the governmental life of parties 
which have as their ideal preferment 
rather than service to  the state.” The 
Globe refers to  the occasional timing 

of an election by the party in power so 
that  public sentiment on some passing 
and possibly uniniportant event may 
overshadow opinion on some more 
fundamental problem because of which 
the government would otherwise face 
defeat. 

As a matter of fact, the importance 
of the “snap” election evil has been 
greatly exaggerated. The criticism 
usually emanates from the “outs,” 
whether they be Liberals or Conserva- 
tives. In  Canada, people talk as if 
scandalized whenever a general election 
is “precipitated.” Clearly, the rem- 
edy is in the hands of the public, for, 
if i t  really resents the holding of an 
election before the fall term of the leg- 
islature has expired, it can punish the 
government by defeating i t  a t  the so- 
called “ snap ” election. It is generally 
believed, however, that the real reason 
For the proposal was the difficult polit- 
ical situation which the Farmer-Labor 
cabinet faced. 

Quite unexpectedly, in August of 
1919, as was pointed out in a previous 
article in the REVIEW, the Farmers’ 
party found itself charged with the 
responsibliity of governing the prov- 
ince of Ontario. Premier E. C .  
Drury was confronted with the prob- 
lem of forming a cabinet despite the 
fact that he did not have a plurality 
of “farmer” members to  support him 
in the assembly. As a consequence, 
a combination with labor was proposed 
and accomplished. 

318 



19,211 ONTARIO PARLIAMENT GOVERNMENT 319 

Coalition governments, as the Brit- 
ish call them, are unstable enough 
under the most favorable circum- 
stances; but the coalition of two groups 
soradicallydifferentas labor and farmer 
seemed utterly hopeless. Labor itself 
had internal dissention; and among the 
farmers, one might have found i t  easy 
a t  any time to  start a controversy 
between former “Liberals” and former 
“Conservatives.” Be i t  said, to Prem- 
ier Drury’s eternal credit, that he 
handled a difficult situation with mas- 
terly skill. 

WHAT WOULD HAVE HAPPENED 

The outlook for Premier Drury a t  
the beginning of the 1980 session was 
not a pleasant one. Is i t  any wonder 
that he seized on the proposal for 
legalizing a “four-year term” as a 
possible way of salvation for the infant 
party and for a quite inexperienced 
cabinet? Had the bill actually passed, 
it would have somewhat changed polit- 
ical procedure in Ontario. 

In  the first place a cabinet would 
have been more likely to  introduce 
bills which were not certain of sufficient 
support. Heretofore and now, bills 
which are certain to fail are not intro- 
duced by the government, and bills 
likely to fail are withdrawn in caucus, 
the government thus avoiding the 
embarrassment of open defeat. 

It should be remembered, however, 
that the bill could not take away the 
power of the lieutenant-governor to  
dissolve the assembly without the con- 
sent of his ministers,-power which is 
provided for by the British North 
America Act. In  practice, however, 
the lieutenant-governor would proba- 
bly not have dissolved the assembly 
without - the  consent of the cabinet, 
except in rare cases, and, in turn, the 
cabinet would have advised dissolution 
only when it had proved impossible to 

carry on the government. Actual dis- 
solution would have brought up diffi- 
cult questions of procedure, such as 
the question as to  whether the new 
assembly was elected for a full term of 
four years, or only for the remainder 
of the unexpired term of four years. 

The alternative, which the bill did 
not prevent, would have been the 
establishment of a new cabinet, or a t  
least an  attempt to  establish one, 
which would often have proven diffi- 
cult and always unsatisfactory. 

The Toronto Mail and Empire (con- 
servative) was correct when i t  stated 
that there are distinct advantages in 
the power of dissolution and that “If, 
in the course of a dozen years, the 
same government faces the people at 
the polls four times instead of three, 
its rule is the more likely to  be 
democratic.’’ 

The somewhat amusing fact is that  
the government faced the likelihood 
of defeat on this clause of the election 
bill, and therefore withdrew the pro- 
posal. Thus, by withdrawing a clause 
designed to  continue a government in 
power for four years, the new cabinet 
possibly saved itself from defeat a t  its 
very first session. 

The Farmer-Labor cabinet chose to  
brave the possibilities of defeat at the 
next session by an improbable coalition 
of Liberals and Conservatives, or by a 
more likely disaffection of labor, rather 
than face the danger of defeat during 
the first session over an issue of their 
own making. 

Thus not even the exigencies of a 
cabinet in a precarious and difficult 
situation served to permit any tamper- 
ing with the British principle of con- 
tinual responsibility of the government 
to  the will of the people as expressed 
in the legislature. 

Premier Drury again demonstrated 
his sagacity by withdrawing the pro- 
posal. 


